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FIFTH-YEAR STUDIO PROSPECTUS
SECTION 9
2018-19

Brian Osborn
c: (805) 459-7737
e: bosbor01@calpoly.edu

Dear Students,
 
Welcome to your Fifth Year! 

Following you’ll find a prospectus for section 09; including a declaration of what 
I consider a thesis to be...as well as an outlined methodology for getting us there. 

You have a lot to consider over the next several days as you review the studio 
prospecti and complete your studio selection forms. If you have any questions, 
or would like to meet in person to discuss your plans for the year, please do not 
hesitate to email me. 

In the meantime, I look forward to reviewing your statements and to
 spending the next year helping you to develop those interests.

All my best, 
Brian

Eyebeam Annual Benefit Event Design and Installation, June 2009, New York.
Collaboration: Jennifer Broutin, Brian Osborn, Carmen Trudell
Client: EYEBEAM Art + Technology Center



WHAT’S A THESIS AND HOW DOES IT RELATE TO A PROJECT?

Section 9 understands an architectural thesis to be a specific type of design research endeavor with the primary 

objective of producing new knowledge. It should question existing disciplinary protocols and boundaries and 

imagine new potentials—new forms, new materialilties, new methods, new organizations. The result of this 

critical questioning and imaginative speculation results in an intellectual contribution to the discipline—a 

proposal for what could be. To quote the Architecture Department website, an architectural thesis should include: 

“a critical assessment of architecture’s current values and practices, a proposition for a valuable 

new idea or direction for architecture, research of existing discourse and precedents in support of 

this idea, and a demonstration of the value of this idea in the form of a thesis design project.” 

It is important to note from this quote that thesis is not synonymous with project, but instead includes a design 

project, among many components, for the purpose of testing its larger ideas in a more specific context. As such, 

the thesis has implications beyond the scope of any single design project and utility to a larger constituency than 

a single work of architecture can possibly serve.

Although design and research are both iterative rather than linear processes, we can think about the 

development of our theses over several phases... 

Getting started requires that you begin with an insight. An insight could be something you’ve experienced or 

observed, something you are suspicious of or curious about. Whatever the starting point for your thesis is, it is 

important that it inspires excitement and wonder in you. Wonder, as Mark Lee notes in his explanation of his 

curatorial approach to the 2017  Chicago Architecture Biennial, “does not imply complete understanding but 

instead triggers further inquiry.” You will be asked to be critical about your original insight in order develop a 

deep understanding of its causes and effects.  This understanding will come through both direct observation 

and research. The Arch 492 seminar is designed to provide you with methods for pursuing this research. You’ll 

identify the key terms and concepts and work to translate them into spatial constructs through the architectural 

conventions of drawing and making. From this understanding you will work to articulate an architectural 

argument. One of the best pieces of instruction that I have received on crafting a strong argument is that 

arguments are in fact arguable. A good argument is not safe, it does not state the obvious, or reiterate the status 

quo. Instead an architectural argument is inherently risky, original, and asserts a critical position. As such your 

argument will need to be substantiated both theoretically and in application. A theoretical substantiation 

requires that you become familiar with relevant architectural theories, case studies, and precedents. You’ll 

identify friends—those who write and do work that supports your argument, as well as foes—those whose work 

and writing contradicts you. Both are required in order to position your work within an existing discourse. 

We’ll work on this together and will use a great book called They Say, I Say as a guide. Finally, you’ll test 

your argument in design application; you’ll invent a range of novel formal, spatial, and organizational 

strategies. You’ll be asked to refine and test those strategies through the production of a prototypical 

architectural intervention (project) which may be at the scale of the urban, landscape, building, body, or 

molecule, as you determine is most appropriate. 



BACKGROUND: A NON-EQUILIBRIUM PARADIGM 

Prior to he 1980’s, or there abouts, the field of Ecology operated under the assumption that 

all ecologies were constantly working toward some form of equilibrium—a climax state in 

which a system is more or less balanced, and therefore stable. This idea represents change 

to our environments over time as linear—toward some known end-state and, as such, easily 

predictable. Over the past several decades, however, the theoretical underpinnings that have 

guided ecological thinking have shifted and are now better represented by what has been 

referred to as the Non-equilibrium Paradigm. Under the non-equilibrium paradigm in ecology, 

change to complex organisms like, say, forests, is understood to be more probabilistic than 

deterministic—guided by the happenstantial alignments of many interrelated constituencies 

and, as such, behaving in multi-directional rather than linear patterns. The importance of the 

dynamic and temporal relationships between things has increased while the certainty with 

which one can draw a clear boundary around any one thing has come into question. That is, 

the boundaries between human and nature, for instance, architecture and its surrounding 

environment, organism and system, etc... are no longer dichotomies that we can depend on.   

While born in ecology, the non-equilibrium paradigm has also had significant influence on 

surrounding fields including environmental design disciplines like architecture. This shift away 

from equilibrium complicates things for architecture which tends toward the opposite: leading 

to deterministic end points, relying heavily on boundaries, and as a result often resisting 

interaction with outside forces, energies, and cultures.

On the other hand, the contemporary workflows of architecture allow increasing capacity to 

see, understand, and work with complex phenomena and relationships—both biophysical, 

infrastructural, social, cultural, etc... Engaging these workflows allows a new set of potentials and 

an architecture positioned as a platform for a wide range of dynamic behaviors. For instance, 

Junya Ishigami dreams of an architecture that is made slowly over time and in collaboration 

with its surounding environment; resulting in new forms of urbanism. Cristina Diaz Moreno and 

Efren Garcia Grinda produce third natures that reconfigure relationships between architecture, 

culture, and nature. Elizabeth Diller, Ricardo Scofidio and Charles Renfro make architectures 

that learn how to behave in real-time. Philippe Rahm and Sean Lally each propose new 

materialities for architecture; conceiving of thermal energy as a spatial and organizing 

construct. Bittertang’s work engages biological matter and dynamic processes. Teresa Gali-Izard 

works with landscape process in order to produce useful and provocative spaces. 

Section 9 is interested in a wide range of project types and scales, as is demonstrated through 

the links above. Each of these examples resist static conceptions of space, program, and 

material and instead embrace the inherent instability of each—a requisite of work in a non-

equilibrium paradigm.

Temporary Erosion Control Mat, 2012-2014, Charlottesville, VA.
Research: Brian Osborn, University of Virginia
Research Assistants: Gwen McGinn, Katherine Jenkins



PUSHING PROTOCOLS, BAD BEHAVIOR, AND PLAY; NOTES ON STUDIO 
METHODOLOGY

protocol |ˈprōtəˌkôl, -ˌkäl|

noun

1 the official procedure or system of rules governing affairs of state or diplomatic occasions: 

protocol forbids the prince from making any public statement in his defense.

• the accepted or established code of procedure or behavior in any group, organization, or 

situation: what is the protocol at a conference if one’s neighbor dozes off during the speeches?

The appropriateness of one’s behavior is highly dependent on context. As defined above, 

protocols govern behavior within a given territory, situation, or social group. Operating 

under protocols out of context could be understood as bad behavior. This is often the case 

in architecture. New information must adhere to the protocols of the discipline. This studio, 

however, will rely on the borrowing of protocols in order to allow the logics embedded in your 

are of study to inform architectural strategies.  

You will be asked to identify and pursue a research agenda as part of your thesis work. We 

will work to translate that research into architectural strategies--being careful to not allow our 

preconceived notions of what architecture should be to confine that research. Instead, we’ll 

withold judgement and allow the research to inform a new possibility for architecture. 

You will be asked to uncover the protocols at work within the area of study that you have chosen. 

You will collect the know-how, organizational logics, techniques and technologies of the area of 

study in order to use it as the raw material for a new form of archtectural expertise. 

You will be asked to abstract and intensify those protocols through rigorous diagramming and 

drawing. We’ll use drawing in the studio as a recursive device in order to test and think through 

ideas. 

And most importantly, you will be asked to play.  To draw and make and test things out. 

(image) Scene from Oblivion, directed by Joseph Kosinsky, 2013.
(text) De Architectura, Vitruvius. Translated 1390.

Well building hath three conditions: 
firmness, commodity, and delight.



The transfer of thermal energy from the body to the ground
Surveillance Practices Studio, School of Architecture, UVA, Instructor: Brian Osborn
Student: Claire Casstevens

ENCOURAGING BAD BEHAVIOR

You are likely familiar with the Vitruvian triad of Firmness, Commodity, and Delight, which has 

guided material practices in architecture forever (at least as far as our history can see). It sug-

gests that good building is stable and meant to endure, that it has utility or use (or effect), and 

that it provides experience (or has affect). While I whole heartedly agree that architecture should 

still fulfill the conditions of effect and affect, I suggest an alternate reading of ‘firmness’ for our 

studio given contemporary understandings of equilibrium. 

In this context, we may need to rethink our understanding of  vitruvius’ term firmitas. Often 

translated to suggest firmness, strength, or stability, a more contemporay reading might include 

additional provisions that enable architecture to resist obsolescence. Provisions that may have 

previously been understood as bad behavior. 

Encouraging bad behavior might mean questioning the way we evaluate material performance, 

for instance--that material processes such as growth, decay, and deformation could be instru-

mentalized toward productive results. Or expanding what we consider to be appropriate mate-

rials for architecture altogether. It also might mean questioning our ideas of boundary, program, 

and building. 



Surveillance Practices     1 | 1

The Culling and Addition of plant material in order to manipulate the decomposition of leaf liter and the production of new soil
Surveillance Practices Studio, School of Architecture, UVA, Instructor: Brian Osborn
Student: Jenna Harris

ON PLAY AND OTHER NOTES REGARDING STUDIO METHODOLOGY

protocol |ˈprōtəˌkôl, -ˌkäl|

noun

1 the official procedure or system of rules governing affairs of state or diplomatic occasions: 

protocol forbids the prince from making any public statement in his defense.

• the accepted or established code of procedure or behavior in any group, organization, or 

situation: what is the protocol at a conference if one’s neighbor dozes off during the speeches?

The appropriateness of one’s behavior is highly dependent on context. As defined above, 

protocols govern behavior within a given territory, situation, or social group. Operating 

under protocols out of context could be understood as bad behavior. This is often the case 

in architecture. New information must adhere to the protocols of the discipline. This studio, 

however, will rely on the borrowing of protocols in order to allow the logics embedded in your 

are of study to inform architectural strategies.  

You will be asked to identify and pursue a research agenda as part of your thesis work. We 

will work to translate that research into architectural strategies--being careful to not allow our 

preconceived notions of what architecture should be to confine that research. Instead, we will 

withold judgement and allow the research to inform a new possibility for architecture. 

You will be asked to uncover the protocols at work within the area of study that you have chosen. 

You will collect the know-how, organizational logics, techniques and technologies of the area of 

study in order to use it as the raw material for a new form of archtectural expertise. 

You will be asked to abstract and intensify those protocols through rigorous diagramming and 

drawing. We’ll use drawing in the studio as a recursive device in order to test and think through 

ideas.  

And most importantly, you will be asked to commit yourself fully to the development of your 

own project. To be self motivated in pushing it forward. To think of your work on your project 

as play, because in a thesis you are rarely looking to find a clear “finish”, but instead to ask 

questions, and fiddle, and to take those things seriously and with rigor until the time runs out.



C

M

Y

CM

MY

CY

CMY

K

EYEICON2.pdf   1   7/31/17   11:44 PM



Surveillance Practices Studio, School of Architecture, University of Virginia
Instructor: Brian Osborn
Student Team: Hannah Barefoot, Bonnie-Kate Walker, Luke Harris, Zihao Zhang

SURVEILLANCE PRACTICES

The Arch 492 seminar will introduce research methods enabled by watching, drawing, and 

testing scenarios for a non-equilibrium paradigm in architecture. 

This studio embraces the inherent instability that characterizes our social and biological 

environment and acknowledges a need for tools of measurement, drawing conventions, and 

design methods that enable more temporal conceptions of material, space, and site. To facilitate 

work in this context, the studio will introduce techniques for revealing and intervening in 

dynamic site & material processes. 

In typical environmental design scenarios, a project begins with the examination and mapping 

of the existing features of a site, or a survey. Surveys describe the shape of the ground and the 

location of physical elements and legal boundaries below, on, and above it. The survey has 

powerful agency within the typical design process as it provides the basis from which design 

plans are developed and drawn. Throughout the design process, proposals are understood 

as adjustments to the existing conditions as they are drawn in the survey. In typical practice, 

however, these measurements are performed only once during the course of a project and 

provide a perceived fixity in site conditions. As a result, important temporal and dynamic 

processes, responsible for shaping the site, remain invisible, mis-understood, and under-

engaged in design proposals.

This studio will work to outline an alternative approach—from the 
practice of surveying towards a practice of surveillance, which, in 
contrast, implies the ongoing act of keeping watch. 

Surveillance includes the serial recording of data necessary to reveal micro-topographic 

changes, diurnal transfers of thermal energy, the making of weather, cross-site material 

migrations, or the behavior of humans and other species.



Conceptual design for Font Major
Part of La Sagrera Linear park in Barcelona, SP 
Collaboration with: AldayJover Arquitectura y Paisaje



HoneyComb, 2011, New Brunswick, NJ.
Instructor: Brian Osborn, Rutger University
Student Team: Zeina Zahalan, Michael Saltarella, Matthew Draheim, Hany Hanafy, et al. 

A NOTE ABOUT TRAVEL, REVIEWS, AND EXHIBITIONS OF WORK 

Throughout the year you will have several opportunities to present your work and receive input 

from your faculty members and colleagues. Each review will have a different format and we 

will discuss the deliverable requirements for each as a group as they come up. These include: 

Abstract, Vellum,  Section,  Qualifying Review, and Chumash, as well as those reviews and shows 

dedicated to our own studio section alone.

Domestic and International travel is a great opportunity to learn from unfamiliar cultures as 

well as share your thesis work with professionals from outside the comfort of Cal Poly. While I 

encourage this opportunity, we will discuss as a group if, when, and where the most appropriate 

travel will be.



BIOGRAPHY

Brian is trained as both an Architect and a Landscape Architect. He received the Bachelor of Landscape 

Architecture from Cal Poly and worked as a Landscape Designer and Planner for seven years in San Luis Obispo. 

He moved to New York City in 2006 to study at Pratt Institute, where he earned the Master of Architecture. While in 

New York, Brian worked as an architectural designer for SYSTEM ARCHITECTS, a practice led by Jeremy Edmiston 

and Douglas Gauthier, as well as the Design Office for Research and Architecture (DORA) led by Peter Macapia. 

Brian remained in New York until 2012, launching his design practice, BOTH, with partner Carmen Trudell and 

beginning teaching with simultaneous appointments at Rutgers University and Pratt Institute from 2008 to 2012. 

Brian was awarded the Virginia Teaching Fellowship at the University of Virginia and moved to Charlottesville. 

In 2014 he accepted a tenure track appointment in the Landscape Architecture Department at UVA where he 

remained until 2016. Most recently, Brian has held the position of  Assistant Professor of Architecture at Cal Poly, 

San Luis Obispo; happy to be home in California where he was born and raised.   

Brian Osborn’s current work champions the use of environmental sensing techniques as both generative 

design practice and framework for design research. Brian applies this scholarship through his teaching of 

5th year thesis studios at Cal Poly as well as through a parallel research agenda that investigates the ways in 

which materials, both organic and inorganic, behave dynamically in relation to their environments toward 

the production of form and experience. In addition, Brian also teaches second-year building science and 

technology courses at Cal Poly where he coordinates content in the area of site and contextual systems. His 

work and writing has been featured in several books, including: Landscape Architecture and Digital Techniques, 

edited by Jillian Walliss, Representing Landscapes: Hybrid by Nadia Amoroso, Performative Materials in Architec-

ture and Design by Rashida Ng, and the forthcoming Codify, by Bradley Cantrell.  


